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1955 SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
THE FINANCIAL POSITION OF CONSUMERS
1
The business readjustment during 1954
brought little change in the financial posi-
tion of consumers. According to the Survey,
average income before taxes declined slightly
from 1953 to 1954 but, since tax payments
also declined, average disposable income was
unchanged. With consumer prices virtually
stable, real income was about the same in
1954 as in 1953. Consumers began and ended
the year with about the same amount of
short-term personal debt. A decline was re-
ported in the proportion of consumers hav-
ing some liquid assets and in the median
amount of consumer holdings.
Survey data on stock ownership in pub-
licly held corporations in early 1955 indicated
little change from early 1953, when similar
information was obtained by the Survey.
Eight per cent of the consumer spending
units reported stock ownership. As in pre-
vious years, the majority of shareholders
1 This is the third of a series of articles presenting the
results of the 1955 Survey of Consumer Finances conducted
by the Federal Reserve System in cooperation with the Sur-
vey Research Center of the University of Michigan. The
first article, presenting information on the economic outlook
of consumers and their plans for purchasing durable goods
and houses, was published in the March BULLETIN. The
second article, published in the May BULLETIN, dealt with
purchases of durable goods in 1954. The final article,
to be published in a subsequent issue of the BULLETIN,
will analyze the ownership of houses, purchases during
1954, and factors influencing the demand for houses. The
sampling procedure of the Survey and the limitations of
the data are discussed in a technical appendix to the May
article.
This article was prepared by Tynan Smith of the Con-
sumer Credit and Finances Section of the Board's Division
of Research and Statistics. A close working relationship
is maintained with the staff of the Survey Research Center
at all stages of the work, and the author has had the bene-
fit of suggestions from the Center's staff, particular!)'
E. Scott Maynes and Mordechai Kreinin.
owned relatively small amounts. Nearly two-
thirds held stock valued at less than $5,000,
The one-fourth of the shareholders that held
stock valued at $10,000 or more accounted for
most of the total value of reported holdings.
INCOME
The level and distribution of income were
about the same in 1954 as in 1953 (see Table
1). In both years nearly one-third of the
spending units reported incomes of $5,000 or
more. Average money income before taxes
declined slightly from $4,570 in 1953 to
$4,420 in 1954 but remained well above the
1952 average. Because of a decline in aver-
age income tax payments, average disposable
income was the same in both years ($3,920),
A majority of spending units reported
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1 Income data for each year are based on interviews early in
following year.
2Median income is that of the middle spending unit in a ranking
of all units by size of money income before taxes.
3Mean income is the average obtained by dividing aggregate
money income before taxes by number of spending units.
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changes in their incomes* as in other years.
Two-fifths reported higher incomes for 1954
than for 1953, one-fourth lower, and one-
third no substantial change. This pattern
was similar for most occupational groups.
Farm operators were the only group to re-
port more decreases (43 per cent) than in-
creases (30 per cent).
Postwar trend. There has been a general
movement of spending units into higher in-
come groups during the postwar period, as
shown in the accompanying chart. The pro-
portion of consumer spending units with in-
comes before taxes of less than $3,000 has
declined from 59 per cent in 1947 to 37 per
cent in 1954, while the proportion with in-
comes of $5,000 or more has increased from
14 per cent to 32 per cent. Over the last seven
years average money income has increased
35 per cent.
While the shift of spending units has been
toward higher income groups, the increase
in amount of individual incomes has been
relatively less for the top tenth of income
receivers than for other groups. Average
money income before taxes for the top tenth
increased only 17 per cent (from $11,020 to
$12,940) over the past seven years as com-
pared with an increase of about 40 per cent
(from $2,430 to $3,470) for the other groups.
As a result, the share of total money income
of the top tenth has declined from 33 per
cent in 1947 to 29 per cent in 1954. Since
the distribution of income tax payments has
changed little over the past seven years,
shares of income after taxes, that is, dispos-
able income, have followed a similar trend.
The increase in income since 1947 has been
accompanied by an increase in prices so that
average real income has increased much less
than average money income. After defla-
tion by the consumers' price index, average
income shows an increase of 12 per cent over
INCOME GROUPING OF CONSUMERS





UNDER $3,000 $3,000 - $4,999 $5,000 OR MORE
MONEY INCOME BEFORE TAXES
the past seven years. Average income of the
top tenth increased somewhat less than con-
sumer prices over this period while average
income of the remaining nine-tenths of the
population rose about 20 per cent more than
the prices they paid for consumer goods and
services.
Sources of income. One-fifth of the
spending units had no income from wages
and salaries, which are of course the most
common source of income. Most of those
with no wage and salary income in 1954 were
in the lower income groups where insurance
benefits, pensions, and other transfer pay-
ments were reported most frequently. One-
fifth of the spending units in the top tenth
of the income scale also had no wage and
salary income, but income from interest,
dividends, and rent was reported more fre-
quently by this group than by other income
groups.
Working wives contributed to the income
of one-fourth of the spending units in 1954.
The wage or salary receipts in about one-half
of these cases amounted to less than $1,000,
suggesting occasional or part-time work.
Very few of the working wives earned as
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much as $5,000. Among young married
couples without children about three-fifths
of the wives worked, at least part time. The
proportion of working wives was lowest—
one-fifth—among families with young chil-
dren but was two-fifths among young cou-
ples with children over 5 years of age.
Among older married couples (45 years or
older) the proportion of working wives was
about one-fourth.
LIQUID ASSETS
The proportion of spending units holding
some liquid assets declined from early 1954
to early 1955. Liquid assets, as measured by
the Survey, include deposits in checking and
savings accounts at banks, shares in savings
and loan associations, and United States Gov-
ernment securities. It has not been possible
to obtain adequate information about pocket
cash or other holdings of currency, which are
probably substantial in individual cases. The
decline in the proportion holding liquid as-
sets was general, occurring in each income
group and most occupational groups. This
resulted in a decline in the median amount
held by all spending units, but the median
TABLE 2
SIZE OF LIQUID ASSET HOLDINGS
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early in other years.
is excluded.
holdings of those that held some liquid assets
remained almost unchanged (see Table 2).
About one-third of the spending units re-
ported increases in liquid asset holdings from
early 1954 to early 1955 and one-fourth re-
ported decreases. Increases were reported
more frequently than decreases by all groups
with income of $2,000 or more and by occu-
pational groups other than farm operators
and skilled and semiskilled workers. The
majority of the increases were small (less
than $500) while nearly half of the decreases
were large ($500 or more). The small in-
creases were largely the result of interest ac-
cruals on savings bond holdings while most
of the large decreases were due to with-
drawals from savings and checking accounts.
In early 1955 the proportion holding liquid
assets varied from 40 per cent of spending
units with incomes of less than $1,000 to
nearly 100 per cent of those with incomes of
$10,000 or more. Since the higher income
groups also tend to hold larger amounts
of liquid assets than do the lower income
groups, the amount held is largely concen-
trated among the high income groups. In
early 1955 the tenth of the spending units
with incomes of less than $1,000 held 4 per
cent of total liquid assets while the tenth
with incomes of $7,500 or more held 38 per
cent of the total.
About 30 per cent of the spending units
held United States savings bonds, 50 per cent
had savings accounts, and 45 per cent had
checking accounts in early 1955. The pro-
portions having savings and checking ac-
counts have increased since early 1950 while
the proportion holding savings bonds has
declined, as shown in the chart on the follow-
ing page. The decline over the last five years
in the proportion holding savings bonds has
occurred among all income and occupational
groups.
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UQUED ASSET HOLDINGS













TYPE OF LIQUID ASSETS
CHECKING
ACCOUNTS
Savings bonds were held less frequently
than other types of liquid assets in each in-
come group. Savings accounts were gener-
ally the most common type of liquid asset
holding among the lower income groups
while checking accounts were most frequent
in the group having incomes of $5,000 or
more. A larger proportion of the profes-
sional, managerial, self-employed, and farm-
operator groups had checking accounts than
had other types of liquid assets, while other
occupational groups reported savings ac-
counts most frequently.
CORPORATE STOCK
Ownership of stock in publicly held cor-
porations was reported by 8 per cent of the
spending units in early 1955. This is the
same proportion as in 1953 and earlier post-
war years (see Table 3). Previous Surveys
have indicated that on the average there are
four individual stockholders for every three
spending units that report owning stock. On
this basis the Survey reports imply owner-
ship by approximately 5.5 million individuals
in early 1955. This must be regarded as a
minimum estimate since there is probably
some tendency for the person interviewed to
forget small shareholdings, particularly if
they are owned by other members of the
spending unit.
As in previous years, ownership of corpo-
rate stock early this year increased sharply
from the lower to the upper income groups.
Of the spending units with incomes of less
than $3,000, only 4 per cent reported stock
ownership as compared with 35 per cent
among those with incomes of $10,000 or
more. Among the different occupational
groups, stock ownership was found most fre-
quently in the professional and managerial
groups. In these groups one-fifth of the
spending units reported owning corporate
stock.
Regardless of income, stock ownership was
much more common among spending units
headed by persons with some college educa-
tion than among other spending units. To
some extent this difference reflects a dif-
ference in occupation and business associa-
tions, but it probably also reflects more in-
formation concerning corporate financing
and the operation of stock markets. Simi-
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1 Includes common and preferred stock of corporations open to
investment by general public; excludes stock of privately held
corporations.
2 Includes the less than 1 per cent of all spending units for which
stock ownership was not ascertained.
3No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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ready availability of brokerage offices are re-
flected in the larger proportion of spending
units owning stock in metropolitan areas
than in smaller cities and rural areas at each
income level.
The majority of the spending units own-
ing corporate stock held relatively small
amounts. One-fourth of them held stock
valued at less than $500 while one-half owned
stock valued at from $500 to $105000. Large
holdings account for most of the value of
shares held. Since few very large holders
are included in the Survey sample, an accu-
rate estimate of the total value of stock held
cannot be obtained. If very large holdings
are excluded, the Survey indicates an in-
crease of nearly 40 per cent in the value of
stock held by individuals from early 1953
to early 1955. This is consistent with the
rise in stock prices.
SHORT-TERM DEBT
More than half of the spending units owed
some short-term consumer debt in early 1955,
the same proportion as a year earlier. The
amounts owed were also similar to those
in early 1954, with three-fifths of the debtors
owing less than $500 and two-fifths owing
larger amounts (see Table 4).
As in previous years, liquid asset holdings
exceeded the short-term debts of nearly one-
third of the indebted consumers. Another
third had some liquid assets but smaller in
amount than their debts, while the remain-
ing third of the debtor group reported no
liquid asset holdings.
Debt arising from the purchase of automo-
biles, other durable goods, and housing main-
tenance and improvement was the most com-
mon type of personal debt and was reported
by one-fourth of the spending units in early
1955. One-fifth reported amounts owed on
medical bills. Amounts owed to banks not
TABLE 4
SHORT-TERM CONSUMER DEBT WITHIN INCOME GROUPS




















































































1 Consumer debt includes all personal debt except business debt,
mortgage debt, and charge accounts. Figures are presented only
for nonbusiness spending units, excluding vspending units headed
by farm operators and owners of part or all of an unincorporated
business or privately held corporation.
These debt figures cannot be compared directly with the short-
and intermediate-term consumer debt statistics regularly published
by the Board of Governors because of differences in universe and
definition necessitated by Survey methodology.
directly associated with purchases were re-
ported by 8 per cent, and 7 per cent owed
money to a loan company. Debts were owed
to other individuals by 6 per cent.
Instalment debt. Most of the debt out-
standing on various purchases as well as most
of the personal debt owed to banks and loan
companies is on an instalment basis. Nearly
one-half of the spending units reported owing
some instalment debt in early 1955. Some-
what more than one-half of those with in-
comes between $3,000 and $7,500 had such
debt while the proportions were smaller
above and below this income range.
Of those with instalment debt in early
1955, two-thirds had scheduled repayments
equal to less than 20 per cent of their dispos-
able income and most of the remaining one-
third were obligated to make repayments
amounting to 20-40 per cent of their dispos-
able income. These proportions were about
the same as in early 1954. In general, the
rate of repayment in relation to disposable
income tended to be higher for instalment
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debtors in the lower income groups than
for those in the middle and upper income
groups.
Most instalment debts are scheduled to be
repaid in a relatively short time. Of the
spending units owing instalment debt at the
time of interview, about one-fourth were
scheduled to pay off the debt within six
months and an additional two-fifths within
the following six months (see Table 5).
Debtors with incomes of less than $5,000
were scheduled to complete payment more
rapidly than those with incomes of $5,000
or more. This reflected the smaller average
credit purchases of durable goods by lower
income groups and also the shorter maturities
customary for these purchasers. These sched-
uled repayments do not necessarily imply a
comparable decline in total instalment credit
since new debts will undoubtedly be incurred
as the existing debts are paid.
TABLE 5
SCHEDULED REPAYMENT OF INSTALMENT DEBT
WITHIN INCOME GROUPS, 1955
[Percentage distribution of spending units]
















































INCOME DISTRIBUTION OF SPENDING UNITS WITHIN SPECIFIED GROUPS, 1954
























Number of income receivers in unit:
One
Two or more







Family status of spending unit:
Single person:
Age 18-44
Age 45 and over
Married:
1
Age 18-44, no children under 18
Age 18-44, children under 18
Age 45 and over, no children under 18

































































































































































*Age refers to head of spending unit. Includes only spending units in which both husband and wife are present.
2Survey regions are defined as follows: North East includes New England, the Middle Atlantic States, and Delaware; North Central
includes West North Central and East North Central States; South includes East South Central, West South Central, and South Atlantic
States other than Delaware; West includes the Mountain and Pacific Coast States.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 2
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,380 $6,790 $7 ,480 $8,920 $8
,710 $5,000 S3
,360v$8,S30$4




290 281 222 179 273 278 378 392 817 850 273
i Income data for each year are based on interviews early in the following year. Occupational groupings are in terms of occupation
of head of spending unit.
2Income for farm operators is not directly comparable with income for other groups because of the large amount of nonmoney income
that farmers produce for their own consumption.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 3
INCOME DISTRIBUTION BY AGE GROUPS WITHIN EDUCATIONAL GROUPS, 1954
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1 Education and age refer to head of spending unit. Educational classifications do not necessarily denote graduation. Data exclude
spending units for which educational or age status was not ascertained.
2 Insufficient number of cases for computation.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 4
INCOME CHANGE WITHIN SPECIFIED GROUPS


















































































































































































































































1No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 5







































































































































































































1 Income data for each year are based on interviews early in the following year. The proportion of income received by the highest
tenth may be underestimated by several percentage points in all years because the samples of approximately 3,000 to 3,500 spending
units used in the surveys cannot be expected to provide a completely representative sample of the highest dollar incomes.
2Tentks were obtained by ranking spending units according to money income before taxes
3 Data not available.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 6
























































































































1 Fifths were obtained by ranking spending units according to money income before taxes.
2Without adjustment for capital gains or losses, which are excluded from money income.
3Money income less estimated Federal personal income tax.
4 Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 7
INCOME DISTRIBUTION OF FAMILY UNITS AND TOTAL MONEY INCOME BEFORE TAXES
 1
[Per cent]













































































































































































1 Income data for each year are based on interviews early in the following year. A family unit includes all persons living in the
same dwelling who are related by blood, marriage, or adoption; single-person families are included.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 8
WAGE OR SALARY INCOME OF WIFE, BY TYPE OF SPENDING UNIT, 1954
[Percentage distribution of spending units within groups)



























Age of husband and children:
2
18-44, no children under 18
18-44, youngest child under 5...
18-44, youngest child over 5
45 and over, no children under 18



































































1Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
2 Includes only spending units in which both husband and wife are present.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 9
TYPE AND SIZE OF LIQUID ASSET HOLDINGS WITHIN INCOME GROUPS *
[Percentage distribution of spending units]













































































































































































































































































1 Liquid asset data refer to holdings at time of interview early in year indicated.
2Liquid assets include all types of U. S. Government bonds, checking accounts, savings accounts in banks, postal savings, and shares
in savings and loan associations and credit unions; currency is excluded.
3 Amounts are shown as 88 per cent of maturity value in 1955 and 87 per cent in 1954.
4 Includes postal savings and shares in savings and loan associations and credit unions.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 10
















































































































JAs of Jan. 1, 1952 and at time of interview early in other years.
For types of liquid assets included, see Supplementary Table 9,
note 2.
2Tenths were obtained by ranking spending units according to
money income before taxes in preceding year.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 11






















































































1 As of Jan. 1, 1952 and at time of interview early in other years.
For types of liquid assets included, see Supplementary Table 9,
note 2.
2Tenths were obtained by ranking spending units according to
size of liquid asset holdings at time of interview.
3Less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 12
LIQUID ASSET HOLDINGS WITHIN OCCUPATIONAL AND AGE GROUPS *
[Percentage distribution, of spending units within groups 1
Occupation and age






Unskilled and service ...
Farm operator







































































































































































































1 Liquid asset data refer to holdings at time of interview early in year indicated. For types of liquid assets included, see Supplementary
Table 9, note 2.
2 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 13
LIQUID ASSET HOLDINGS OF FAMILY UNITS
 1
[Percentage distribution of family units]
Amount of liquid asset holdings
Zero . . .
SI-S499
$500 -SI,999
$2 0Q0--S4 999 .



















































1 Liquid asset data refer to holdings as of Jan. 1, 1952 and at time of interview early in other years. For types of liquid assets
included, see supplementary Table 9, note 2.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 14
PERSONAL DEBT BY LIQUID ASSET GROUPS WITHIN INCOME GROUPS, EARLY 1955
 X
[Percentage distribution of spending units within groups]














































































































JDebt as of date of interview. Personal debt excludes business debt, mortgage
debt on additions and repairs.
21954 money income before taxes. Liquid asset holdings at time of interview.
Table 9, note 2."
debt, and charge accounts; it includes non-mortgage
For types of liquid assets included, see Supplementary
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 15
INSTALMENT DEBT PAYMENTS IN RELATION TO DISPOSABLE INCOME WITHIN SPECIFIED GROUPS, EARLY 1955
 a




Payments as a percentage of
disposable income
2
Zeros 1-9 10-19 20-39 40 and
over
All spending units






















Age 45 and over
Married: a
Age 18-44, no children under 18
Age 18-44, children under 18
Age 45 and over, no children under 18

































































































































































1 Excludes payments on charge accounts, single-payment loans, and debts incurred for business purposes.
2Annual rate of instalment debt payments early in 1955 as a percentage of disposable income in 1954.
3Includes the less than 1 per cent of all spending units for which indebtedness was not ascertained.
4 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
5Includes spending units headed by housewives, protective service workers, unemployed persons, and students.
6Age refers to head of spending unit. Includes only spending units in which both husband and wife are present.
"Includes spending units from which husband or wife is absent and those for which family status was not ascertained.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 16
DEBTS TO DOCTORS, DENTISTS, AND HOSPITALS FOR MEDICAL SERVICES
 X
[Percentage distribution of spending units within groups]
Grou p characteristic
All spending units









Age of head of spending unit:
18-24



































































































































































































































1 Includes debt at the beginning of each year. Excludes debts to other individuals and financial institutions which were incurred to
pay for medical services.
2No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
620 FEDERAL RESERVE BULLETIN
Federal Reserve Bulletin: June 1955195 5 SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 17
AMOUNT OF INSTALMENT DEBT, EARLY 1955
 1
[Percentage distribution of spending units]
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1T)ebt as of date of interview. Excludes charge accounts, single-payment loans, and debt incurred for business purposes.
2Includes the less than one-half of 1 per cent of all spending units for which personal instalment indebtedness was not ascertained.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 18
STOCK OWNERSHIP BY PLACE-OF-RESIDENCE GROUPS WITHIN INCOME GROUPS, EARLY 1955
 1
[Percentage distribution of spending units within groups]




































































1 Stock ownership as of date of interview. Includes common and preferred stock of corporations open to investment by general
public; excludes stock of privately held corporations. 21954 money income before taxes. Metropolitan areas include the 12 largest cities and the immediately adjacent areas, "other"
cities include all other cities of 2,500 inhabitants or more, and small towns and open country include towns of less than 2,500 inhabitants
and open country areas.
3 Includes the less than 1 per cent of all spending units for which ownership of stock was not ascertained.
4 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 19
STOCK OWNERSHIP WITHIN IN-COME AND OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS, EARLY 1955
 x
[Percentage distribution of spending units within groups]
Income and occupation
All spending units









































































































1 Stock ownership as of date of interview. Includes common and preferred stock of corporations open to investment by general
public; excludes stock of privately held corporations.
2 Includes the less than 1 per cent of all spending units for which ownership of stock was not ascertained.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 20
STOCK OWNERSHIP BY EDUCATIONAL GROUPS WITHIN INCOME GROUPS, EARLY 1955
 x































































































1 Stock ownership as of date of interview. Includes common and preferred stock of corporations open to investment by general
public; excludes stock of privately held corporations.
21954 money income before taxes of the spending unit and education of the head of the spending unit. Educational classifications
do not necessarily denote graduation. Data exclude spending units for which educational status was not ascertained.
aIncludes the less than 1 per cent of ail spending units for which ownership or stock was not ascertained.
4Xo cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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